German Immigration and its Ties to Landscape Change in Nebraska by LaBrie, Lindsey
University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
Honors Theses, University of Nebraska-Lincoln Honors Program 
Spring 3-15-2020 
German Immigration and its Ties to Landscape Change in 
Nebraska 
Lindsey LaBrie 
University of Nebraska - Lincoln 
Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/honorstheses 
 Part of the Agriculture Commons, Cultural History Commons, European History Commons, 
International Relations Commons, Migration Studies Commons, Other German Language and Literature 
Commons, Social and Cultural Anthropology Commons, and the United States History Commons 
LaBrie, Lindsey, "German Immigration and its Ties to Landscape Change in Nebraska" (2020). Honors 
Theses, University of Nebraska-Lincoln. 233. 
https://digitalcommons.unl.edu/honorstheses/233 
This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Honors Program at DigitalCommons@University of 
Nebraska - Lincoln. It has been accepted for inclusion in Honors Theses, University of Nebraska-Lincoln by an 
authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
GERMAN IMMIGRATION AND ITS TIES TO LANDSCAPE CHANGE IN NEBRASKA 
 
 
 
 
 
An Undergraduate Honors Thesis 
Submitted in Partial Fulfillment of 
University Honors Program Requirements 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln 
 
 
 
 
 
by 
Lindsey A.P. LaBrie, BS, BA 
Fisheries and Wildlife, German 
College of Agricultural Sciences and Natural Resources, and College of Arts and Sciences 
 
 
 
 
 
15 March 2020 
 
 
 
 
Faculty Mentor: 
Larkin Powell, PhD, Natural Resources 
  
1 
Abstract 
This thesis uses a multidimensional approach to frame the different waves of German 
immigration within the context of land use change in Nebraska. By recounting the historical 
challenges and struggles Germans faced in their homelands, this thesis provides similarities 
between historical immigration patterns throughout the state. Observing the timing of these 
movements of people paints a clearer picture of how these immigrants might have helped change 
the farming and cultural landscapes of Nebraska. Knowing and recognizing historical 
immigration in Nebraska cultivates a deeper appreciation for the current relations between 
immigrants and Nebraska’s physical landscape. 
 
Key Words: Agriculture, cultural changes, farming, German immigration, Germans from 
Russia, Great Plains, identity theory, immigration, heritage, Homestead farming, landscape use 
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German Immigration and its Ties to Landscape Change in Nebraska 
Introduction 
Throughout history, rural America has experienced numerous physical and cultural 
changes (Curry, 2000). Nebraska’s immigration history is in perpetual motion, akin to the pattern 
of winds that sweep across the grasslands. No matter how far removed one might be from an 
original immigration story, the vast majority of Nebraskans are living descendants of these 
stories..Many immigrants settled in Nebraska during times of change, and worked tirelessly to 
become sucessful farmers. Their interactions with community members and fellow farmers 
helped shape a new definition of Nebraskan culture.   Some settled here during times of conflict 
and uncertainty in their homelands (Garver, 2011). Nebraska’s landscape offered hope for a 
better life for those immigrants struggling to survive in their home countries. The many changes 
throughout Nebraska’s history have been cultural, political, and physical. Understanding the 
farming management choices made by Nebraskans, whether “native” Nebraskan or immigrant, 
provides insight into how individual choices can collectively benefit or harm the ecosystems in 
an area. Each individual choice—whether choosing to plant corn, oats, or wheat; when, where, 
and how much to plant of each crop—leads to collective effects on the landscape and 
environment. Mutually dependent on each other, the landscape transforms or remains unchanged 
because of the actions of the people who inhabit it.   
This thesis examines how German settlements in Nebraska changed the state, and how 
immigration is, and has always been, a vital part of Nebraska’s story. It examines the effect of 
the varying waves of German immigration to Nebraska, defines what it means to be part of a 
community, and observes the changes in Nebraska’s landscape and culture while applying all of 
the concepts to Nebraska’s future. 
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Defining “community” 
To understand how communities form, it is important to recognize how a person’s 
background and experiences influence their own identity. Individuals self-categorize themselves 
into different identities based on past experiences and based upon the social contexts of a 
situation. Some of these decisions are split-second, while other identities are portrayed by careful 
calculation. Each person has a multitude of identities, and not all of them may be apparent at 
once. Choosing which identities are important in each context is called “identity salience" 
(Transue, 2007). 
When a group of people’s identities align and they unite due to a common culture, race, 
ethnicity, or another factor, those people form a community. Groups of people can be bound 
together by language, religious affiliations, cultural practices, location, education levels, or a 
common historical background, and none of these must be mutually exclusive. (Soliz et al., 
2017). A combination of these and any factors determine a community’s identity within the 
greater context of society.  
People are more likely to react to those in their own group positively, and negatively to 
those outside of their community. Because of this, conflicts commonly arise between groups due 
to perceived differences. This happens quickly and sometimes simply because of ingrained 
biases, or as a calculated choice based on experiences with certain groups and situations 
(Transue, 2007). Conflicts can arise when new communities settle in new areas, challenging the 
accepted “norm” of the already-established groups in the area. Often, to escape these conflicts, 
groups will sacrifice some or all of their core identities to fit into the larger group (Soliz et al., 
2017). Thus, being connected to or identifying with a new community can come at the expense 
of a group’s already existing identities. Assimilation into a new society, societal norms, negative 
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stereotypes, and pressure from the majority to conform to the larger unit of society can cause a 
loss of values and languages that traditionally define certain communities. Immigrant groups 
often feel pressured to bend their identities to conform to the culture and norms in their new 
country (Bergquist et al., 2019).  However, these challenges can also be another uniting factor 
within the group that brings them closer together. Challenges, when felt collectively, can instill a 
stronger sense of belonging to a person’s ethnic or heritage group (Soliz et. al, 2017). 
Historically, Germans have been subjected to many instances of identity change, both in 
their home country and as settlers in Nebraska. Varying German groups immigrated to Nebraska 
for many reasons. Some searched for religious freedom or to escape from religious persecution 
(Kinbacher, 2007). Others sought a more stable, prosperous life or were tantalized by the 
promise of the newly established railroad (Ramsey & Shrier, 2008). In the context of World War 
II, Jewish Germans fled Germany to escape persecution by the Nazis (Biga, 2006), while during 
the same time period, some German soldiers were captured and brought to Nebraska as prisoners 
of war (Spencer, 1982). Each German group brought their own values and norms to Nebraskan 
society, and each group often had to decide which parts of their German identity to sacrifice in 
order to be accepted as true “Nebraskans.” 
German Settlement in Nebraska 
Hattie Plum Williams, a notable Nebraskan famous for her research on Germans from 
Russia in the Great Plains (Hill & Deegan, 1991), wrote The Road to Citizenship during her 
graduate studies at the University of Nebraska-Lincoln. In this essay about the naturalization 
process for immigrants, she noted that “Twenty years from now, the character of immigration to 
[Lancaster] county will be changed again” (Williams, 1912). The idea that immigration is ever-
changing remained true throughout Lancaster County’s history, and throughout Nebraska’s 
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history. Twenty years from now, immigration patterns will certainly continue to metamorphosize 
into new horizons. 
The identity of the German people has shifted many times over the course of history, both 
in the German territories and in Nebraska once each branch of Germans settled there. In the late 
1800s, 250,000 ethnic Germans and Prussians immigrated to the United States. The “Empire 
Germans” (Williams, 1912) or Prussians emigrated because of agricultural decline in 
northeastern Prussia. The ethnic German Protestants and Mennonites living in Russia fled due to 
a decrease in usable farmland and an increased demand for soldiers in the Russian Imperial 
Army. Fleeing was necessary in order to escape military enrollment, to uphold their religious 
values, and to survive (Jantzen, 2003). 
In 1870, land became a scarce resource for the Protestant Volga German population 
located in the Volga River Valley of Russia. This group also felt pressured to succumb to 
“Russification”—to lose their heritage, cultures, and identity and assimilate to a Russian identity. 
The Volga German identity, for this group of heritage Germans, was non-negotiable—their 
social hierarchy had been established for over six generations (Kloberdanz 1986), and they 
would not change simply because the government was mandating it--and thousands of these 
Germans chose instead to settle in the United States, rather than to conform to the Russian 
government (Kloberdanz, 1986). Many members of this Protestant Volga German community 
settled in Lincoln and began to shape the neighborhoods that would later be known as the North 
and South Bottoms. Their social structure included a complicated hierarchy of in-groups and out-
groups, and this structure remained apparent throughout their settlement in Lincoln, and even in 
a broader context throughout their settlements in the Great Plains (Williams, 1912). The 
Germans from Russia were a large factor in shaping the community of Lincoln.  
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In 1920, Lenin had enacted policies in Russia that specifically targeted poor minorities 
living in Russian provinces. Among those targeted were Volga Germans living in the Volga 
River Valley. Because of these policies, around 30% of these ethnic Germans (AVS Writers, 
n.d.) were starved to death before the Russian government would allow any outside entities to 
send food, clothing, or any other type of aid.  
As a member of the Volga German population living in Lincoln in a time parallel to 
Lenin’s forced starvation tactics, Henry. J. Amen was horrified to hear about this mistreatment of 
his fellow Volgas. H. J. Amen was a Volga German born in Russia in 1876, who later settled in 
Nebraska in 1888. He established Amen & Co., 
a local grocery store in the South Bottoms, at 
201 "F" Street in Lincoln in 1902 (Kinbacher, 
2007) and was very engaged in the South 
Bottoms Volga German community. He joined 
the Central States Volga Relief Society and 
later became the second president of the Society 
from 1923 until 1926. He and the members of 
this society provided relief to Volga Germans in 
Russia by sending them clothes, food, and money. By securing steamship tickets, he also ensured 
the safe passage of some of the Volga Germans to Nebraska (AVS Writers, n.d.). Once in 
Lincoln, Volga Germans still faced discrimination from “native-born” Lincolnites, but the 
continuation of Volga traditions in Nebraska helped strengthen their identity, rather than disband 
it. Germans across the town and across the state continued to go to church services spoken in the 
Figure 1: Image by author. Photograph of H.J. Amen's 
grocery store. 
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German language, and had access to German schooling, books, and other printed materials 
(Kinbacher, 2007). 
 Most German immigrants worked very hard, laborious jobs once they settled in the 
United States in this early period of immigration. Making a living wage was one of the biggest 
challenges upon their arrival in Nebraska. Because of their traditionally large family unit size 
(and therefore increased potential to provide workers) and their existing knowledge of farming 
practices, German families were recruited directly by beet farming corporations in western 
Nebraska. Farm owners would offer the heads of the family--most often, the oldest male in the 
household--opportunities to settle in Nebraska in exchange for their agreement to work on the 
rapidly expanding beet farms across the state (Lyons-Barret, 2005). This recruitment hit a peak 
between 1900 and 1910, and nearly 200 Volga families agreed to this offer. Once they arrived in 
Nebraska, they traveled from Lincoln by train to work on the beet farms spanning from Grand 
Island to Scottsbluff. While working, they would live in barracks or small shacks most of the 
year, and only temporarily return to their “homes” in Lincoln or Hastings for two or three 
months once the growing season ended (Kinbacher, 2007). At that point in time, child labor laws 
were lacking, so many children also worked on the farms alongside their parents and older 
siblings. For many immigrants, this work was taxing, but it was an opportunity to continue a 
farming lifestyle without the financial burden of owning land. It also provided a means for them 
to learn English (Lyons-Barret, 2005), which helped prepare them for school, for business work, 
and for further success in Nebraskan society. 
After the United States entered into World War I, many ethnic groups within the country 
were forced to conform to a more “patriotic American” identity (Buchheit, 1982) German 
language speakers were faced with more restrictions than other language groups. The Trading 
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With the Enemy Act of 1917 prohibited the publishing of any language other than English in any 
format, unless a “true and complete translation of the entire article” (Luebke, 1980) was sent to 
the Postmaster General before the document was published. This affected the German-language 
newspaper companies in Nebraska and added to the general anti-German sentiments of World 
War 1 (Luebke, 1980). Through the Siman Act of 1919, it became illegal to speak German 
anywhere other than at home. English was to 
be the only language spoken in public areas, 
including schools and churches. One 
Nebraska lawmaker’s response to the 
passage of the act is especially haunting: “If 
these people are Americans. Let them speak 
our language. If they don't know it. Let them 
learn it. If they don't like it, let them move” 
(Omaha World Herald, 1919). Considering 
that the United States does not have one 
official language, the idea that only English should be spoken in this country is both ignorant and 
non-inclusive. The Reed-Norval Act of 1921 further tightened the reins on German language use 
in schools and churches by completely banning the language altogether and closing loopholes 
that existed in the Siman Act. This established English as Nebraska’s official language, but in 
1923 the Supreme Court ruled these, and other similar acts, unconstitutional (Luebke, 1980) 
because they encroached on the First Amendment. German language newspapers continued to be 
published across the state until the 1970s, and to this day, German language programs are an 
option for many public-school students across the state. 
Figure 2: A newspaper snippet from a 1918 publication of "Die 
Welt Post", a German Language newspaper (Nebraska Historical 
Society archives). 
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In Germany, Jewish Germans faced relentless antisemitism, violence, and discrimination 
from 1930 until the dawn of World War II. They were persecuted by the ideals of the National 
Socialist regime. Their identity as a community was challenged in extreme ways. Many of these 
individuals were forced into concentration camps or labor camps where a large majority of them 
were killed. To escape this fate, a person could apply for a visa to seek asylum in a foreign 
country. The visa application process was extensive, as well as expensive, and often required 
connections to a person living in the country where they sought asylum (Ramsey & Shrier, 
2008), therefore, many Jewish Germans were unable to complete this process.  
For 250 Jewish individuals, a connection was found in a man from Grand Island. David 
Kaufmann was a Jewish German who immigrated to the United States in 1903 at the age of 27. 
He settled in Nebraska in 1904 thanks to a connection with a Grand Island businessman, Samuel 
Wolbach. In 1906, he opened a “five-and-dime” store: Kaufmann’s Variety Store. He became 
well known in the Grand Island community and had a great impact on the city’s economy 
through his business ties. Once the threat of persecution of his remaining Jewish German family 
members in Germany became imminent, he began writing affidavits of support for them, which 
acted as sponsorship letters for their safe passage into America (Ramsey & Shrier, 2008). He 
possessed the financial means to write letters for 250 people. The affidavits allowed these people 
to live and work in Grand Island at his store and allowed them to escape what most likely would 
have meant death otherwise.  
Most of the people he sponsored initially were family members or had family ties, but 
eventually, the connections extended to friends of the family. Only two of these rescued families 
stayed in Omaha, Nebraska after the war. The others settled in Colorado, Kansas, and other 
midwestern states, and many became successful business owners themselves. They wanted to 
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pay homage to their “rescuer” by becoming successful community members (Biga, 2006). If 
Kaufmann, one single immigrant man in the Grand Island community, had not supported these 
people, they most likely would have become victims of the Holocaust. His impact on Nebraska’s 
immigration history is unparalleled with any other American at that time (Ramsey & Shrier, 
2008). 
World War II brought another, albeit temporary, group of Germans into the state. 
Because many Nebraskan men were fighting in the war, there was a shortage of manpower to 
work on the farms around the state. In an attempt to alleviate this shortage, twenty Prisoner of 
War camps were established across Nebraska, from Weeping Water in the East all the way to 
Scottsbluff and Fort Robinson in the West. (Marsch, 2005 & Buecker, 1992) The isolation of 
these locations from large cities and their connectivity to major railroads made them ideal sites 
for camps, which primarily operated from the years 1943 until 1946. Of the 425,000 Prisoners of 
War (POWs) transported to the United States, roughly 12,000 of the German POWs spent at 
least some time, if not all of their internment, in POW camps in Nebraska (Spencer, 1982). These 
camps were not unique to Nebraska, and many other states in the country also held Prisoners of 
War during this time period. 
POWs were treated according to the provisions in the Geneva Convention, and therefore, 
life in Nebraska’s POW camps was not terrible (Buecker, 1992). Almost all prisoners farmed the 
land and partook in tradesmen jobs outside of the camps under American officer supervision. 
The meals in the mess halls were banquet-style (Naegele, 1994). The POWs were provided with 
magazines, books, and movies that promoted American values within the camps. They were even 
allowed to watch German language films in the playhouse of the Fort Robinson camp, as long as 
they promoted democratic ideals (Marsh, 2005). “Re-education classes” taught the prisoners 
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about Germany’s history, and about the potential for a new relationship between Germany and 
the United States (Buecker, 1992). These efforts were issued by the federal government to reduce 
the influence of German National Socialist ideals within the camps, and to introduce the soldiers 
to the concepts of the United States’ system of democracy. Essentially, the National Socialist 
identities of the German prisoners were expected to be replaced with more Americanized, 
democratically minded ones. For the Americans, these teachings were a success, because many 
soldiers did in fact denounce their former ties to National Socialism by the time the war was over 
(Buecker, 1992). Most of these German soldiers returned to Germany after they were released 
from the POW camps (Spencer, 1982).  
Germans immigrating to Nebraska settled here and started out as independent units of 
their home cultures. Some were farmers, businesspeople, or skilled workers. But over time, these 
separate German identities have melded into the overall identity of Nebraska, and their histories 
have become synonymous with Nebraskan history. 
Figure 3, adapted by the author from a list of POW camps that were in operation at any point in time between 1943 until 1946 in 
Nebraska. Spencer, Ralf. (1982). Prisoners of War in Cheyenne County, 1943-1946. Nebraska History, 63(3), 438-448. 
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Landscape change in Nebraska 
The territory of Nebraska was established in 1854 and included areas that stretched far 
past the Rockies. Its establishment effectively nullified any claims or connections Native people 
had to the land. The United States government recommended that all Native people sell their 
land back to the government so that it could return to “public domain” to be sold to “white” 
settlers (Edwards et al., 2017). 
Desperate to make money and to attract people to the Plains, developers often lured 
settlers to the area by falsely advertising the lands as prosperous oases. Newspaper ads described 
how fertile the soils were and painted a fantasy picture of rains that came simply because of 
increased settlements in the area (Combs et al., 2019). These false claims drew in many settlers, 
who often were distraught when they realized they had been misled (Egan, 2006). In the context 
of this paper, between this time period and the Dust Bowl in the 1930s, Volga Germans were 
settling in Lincoln, and began rapidly adapting to the climate in western Nebraska. The Jewish 
Germans sponsored by David Kaufmann were working in Grand Island at his five-and-dime 
store. Germans were becoming an integral part of Nebraska’s workforce and demographic. 
The Homestead Act was ratified in 1862, yet Great Plains still remained only sparsely 
populated by Europeans until the late 1800s (Garver, 2011). The Homestead Act parceled land 
into 160-acre squares that could be claimed by any pioneer after they farmed the land for a 
period of five years (Combs, Winfield, & Burger, 2019). This drew many settlers to Nebraska. 
The promise of land claims, along with the steam-powered technology and mechanized 
production techniques of the Industrial Revolution made the Great Plains states more accessible 
than ever before (Garver, 2011). 
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With increased accessibility to Nebraska came rapid settlement and development of the 
land into farms, small villages, and towns. By 1880, Nebraska’s population grew to over 452,000 
people. In 1890, it boomed to over 1,060,000, but much of this population was located in the 
cities (Combs, Winfield, & Burger, 2019). For Homesteaders, farming was challenging because 
of the unpredictable nature of Nebraska’s climate--droughts, plagues of insects, and extreme 
winter blizzards--and as a result, many of the Homestead land parcels exchanged hands between 
1890 and 1900 (Combs et al., 2019). Environmental factors, as well as poor land management 
practices became the precursors to economic downturn and ecological degradation throughout 
the Great Plains (Hu et al., 2018). Homesteaders were quick to plow the natural grasses in favor 
of crops, which in turn overworked the soil. Fear and prejudice led many settlers to pillage the 
remaining Native people, and populations of wild animals, such as bison, mountain lions, 
wolves, and coyotes were also slaughtered as settlers moved further west in the state and further 
south into the Great Plains (Egan, 2006). These drastic changes caused complete destruction of 
the balance of the Plains ecosystem, and resulted in a period of devastating dust storms from 
1932 until 1938--the Dust Bowl. FDR’s New Deal outlined a solution for ecological restoration 
of the areas affected by the Dust Bowl. It provided a comprehensive framework to improve the 
layout of farms, restore soils, and create shelterbelt areas of trees to reduce wind erosion. It was 
one of the first policies created by the federal government that regulated the conservation 
practices of private farms (Karle & Karle, 2015). 
Farmers learned to manage their lands more efficiently after the great “black blizzards” 
(Egan, 2006) of the Dust Bowl years. One important turning point in the history of management 
of Nebraska’s landscapes was the mechanization and industrialization of farms during World 
War II. WWII increased production demands on farms, which resulted in implementation of gas-
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powered farm tractors. It also encouraged large-scale production, which meant that smaller farms 
often were combined to create large farming monocultures (Powell, 2015). Oat and wheat 
production temporarily increased during the war period. Corn production temporarily decreased 
but remained the top-producing crop in the state (USDA). 
 
Figure 4: Summation, in acres, of harvested crops in Nebraska from the years 1864 through 2019. Data collected from the USDA 
NASS Quick Stats data website and graphed by author. 
 The side-by-side images in Figure 5 exemplify many of the changes implemented by 
Nebraska’s farmers during the war period. Small patches of different crops are visible in the 
image from 1937, while in 1967, most of the fields are uniform, which signifies that they are 
large monocultures. In the upper right corner of the image from 1967 lies a former Prisoner of 
War Camp. The buildings were left standing after the prisoners had left the camp. 
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The physical landscape changed over the course of time in Nebraska because of 
fluctuations in yield demands and because of the evolution of structured management decisions. 
Poor management decisions resulted in catastrophes like the dust storms of the Dust Bowl 
period. Positive land management actions resulted in better soil quality and better yields (Powell, 
2015). Physical landscape and cultural changes have had an equally important impact on 
Nebraska.  
Germans settled in Nebraska during times of agricultural and economic instability. These 
immigrants faced initial persecution and discrimination upon their arrival in Nebraska. This only 
inspired them to redefine what it meant to be a true Nebraskan. They were dedicated workers and 
dedicated members of society who contributed a great deal to this state’s economic and 
agricultural growth. This research does not determine the exact impact of immigrants on 
landscape change. However, it determines that immigration and the evolution of farming 
Figure 5: Open access aerial database images of Atlanta, Nebraska (Phelps county) in 1937 (left) and 1967 (right) courtesy of the USDA 
Farm Services Agency (FSA). 
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practices go hand in hand. Uniting factors, such as world wars and other conflicts, created a 
common identity and common goal among Nebraskan and immigrant farmers alike, which 
helped unify immigrant and “native” identities. Farming changes the land, and immigrants 
change society, but these changes mean political and ecological progress. Immigration was, 
therefore, a crucial part of Nebraska’s development into an agricultural state. Immigration will 
continue to support the success of Nebraska’s people, lands, and culture into the future. 
Epilogue 
Take one look around in small-town Nebraska, and some of these German roots can still 
catch the eye of a keen observer. In south Hastings, a mural offers a pleasant “Guten Tag” (good 
day!) greeting to all who pass by. In Eustis, der Deutsche Markt, a German-themed souvenir 
shop is nestled into the quaint downtown streets, reminding the town of its close German ties. 
Remnants of Volga German architecture shine through in the original buildings that still stand in 
the North and South Bottoms of Lincoln. Headstones carved in the German language dot 
cemeteries across the state. Through the generations, personal connections to historical German 
immigrants become further and further removed by time. However, Germans are still 
immigrating to Nebraska today. Looking around at the various faculty in the University of 
Nebraska’s buildings, a person is sure to hear a sentence or two of German, and will often be 
reminded that immigration is not a theme of the past—its influence continues to grow and gain 
importance in defining what it truly means to be a Nebraskan. Immigrants of all backgrounds 
helped shape Nebraska.   
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